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BACKGROUND



3 Thirty years ago: Case studies of allegedly 
energy-efficient offices reveal performance gaps

SOURCE: M Coomber, Tales of the Unexpected, Building Magazine 38-39 (17 August 1990).
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Performance gaps are not just for energy:

occupant survey of staff, multi-award-winning school

“ … the architecture showed next to no sense. It leaked in 
the rain and was intolerably hot in sunlight. Pretty perhaps, 
sustainable maybe, but practical it is not.”     … STUDENT

RED: below average; AMBER: Average; GREEN: Above average

.

SOURCE: BUS Method survey of a building services engineering award-winning Academy school in South East England, 2009
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And of course fire
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New non-domestic buildings:

What we found in the Probe studies 1995-2002
• They often perform much worse than anticipated, 

especially for energy and carbon, often for occupants, and 
with high running costs, and sometimes technical risks.

• Design intent is not communicated well through the process; 
Designers and builders run away at handover.

• Unmanageable complication: 
the enemy of good performance.  

• Buildings are seldom tuned-up and controls are a muddle. 
So why are we making things increasingly complicated?

• Modern procurement systems make it difficult to pay attention 
to critical detail.  A bad idea when promoting innovation.

• “The English spare no expense to get

something on the cheap”.         … NIKOLAUS PEVSNER

SOURCE: For more information, go the Probe section of www.usablebuildings.co.uk 
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New non-domestic buildings:

What we found in the Probe studies 1995-2002
• They often perform much worse than anticipated, 

especially for energy and carbon, often for occupants, and 
with high running costs, and sometimes technical risks.

• Design intent is not communicated well through the process.  
SO … Understand how buildings work in use, follow 

through after handover, and learn from the experience.

• Unmanageable complication: 
the enemy of good performance.  
SO … Stop making buildings complicated in the name

of sustainability and get the simple things right. 

• Buildings are seldom tuned-up and controls are a muddle. 
SO … Design to enhance usability and manageability.

• Modern procurement systems make it difficult to pay attention 
to critical detail. SO … Change the processes.

• AND THEREFORE… Focus on in-use performance, 
communicate it clearly and manage it properly.

SOURCE: For more information, go the Probe section of www.usablebuildings.co.uk 
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The elephant isn’t in the room

IT IS THE ROOM!

SOURCE: Bruce Flye, 2012, www.bruceflye.com/concept-graphics/illustrations/4092610

WE HAVE A SYSTEMIC PROBLEM: Blindness to performance in use
It’s not just the construction industry, it’s the way we all go about things
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HOW TO CHANGE OUR PROCESSES

Stop diverging from good intentions

Converge onto better outcomes
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Improving procurement

Soft Landings can help teams to start
It can run alongside any procurement
system, for any project and helps to:
• Improve briefing
• Link building performance and FM to design.
• Ease transition to occupation.
• Reduce post-handover problems.
• Facilitate monitoring, POE and feedback.
• Capture learning.

It helps design and building teams to:
• Relate design targets to achieved outcomes.
• Manage expectations and review 

performance at intervals throughout a 
project, and on into use.

• Allocate responsibilities, including client 
responsibilities.

• Improve relationships with clients and users.

First published July 2009, minor revisions 2014, free from www.usablebuidings.co.uk and www.softlandings.org.uk
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Soft Landings can help maintain

the “golden thread” from design intent to reality
It augments the duties of the project team 
and client representatives), especially:
1. During the critical briefing stage.
2. Closer forecasting + reality-checking of predicted 

performance during design and construction.
3. Greater involvement of users and operators, or their 

proxies, with special attention to pre-handover.
4. Aftercare, with an on-site presence during settling-in.
5. Monitoring and review for the first three years in use.
EACH STAGE HAS A CUSTOMISABLE WORKPLAN

It can run alongside ANY procurement process; and
• Create a fast track to improving performance in use.
• Provide more customer focus.
• Improve client relationships and user satisfaction.
• Build recognition that fine tuning is necessary.

BSRIA hosts a UK industry network.

Published July 2009, minor revisions 2014, downloadable from www.usablebuidings.co.uk and www.softlandings.org.uk 
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Soft Landings Stage 4 - Aftercare
Paid for itself in a new secondary school

SOURCE: Mike Entwistle, Soft Landings Trials, Buro Happold Engineers, (2009).

Saving over € 60,000 p.a. in electricity bills: avoiding default to 
ON … and occupant satisfaction can improve too!
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Soft Landings:

Key findings from application 2009-2020
STAGE 1 – INCEPTION AND BRIEFING
Client leadership is key.
Champions need to be designated.

STAGE 2 – DESIGN AND CONSTRUCTION
A question of attitude – no additional costs.
Regular reality-checking is essential.
Clients must not drift off – too often they do.

STAGE 3 – PREPARATION FOR HANDOVER
Dialogue with occupiers+operators needs more care.

STAGE 4 – INITIAL AFTERCARE typically Year 1
Difficult for contractors not to revert to type.
Helps to have a client budget for fixing things quickly.

STAGE 5 – LONGER TERM AFTERCARE Years 2+3
Needs some independent, disinterested input.
Needs funding outside the building contract.

Published July 2009, minor revisions 2014, downloadable from www.usablebuidings.co.uk and www.softlandings.org.uk 
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MOVING ON
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BBP BETTER 
BUILDINGS 
PARTNERSHIP 

Design for Performance 

OUR RESOURCES OUR MEMBERS 

The Design for Performance Project is an industry initiative led byVerco and including BSRIA, 
Arup and the Usable Buildings Trust (UBT), and supported by the BBP, which aims to change the 
way we design new office developments in the UK. The project looks abroad to the hugely 
successful Austra l ian NABERS Commitment Agreement and explores the applicability and 
opportunity of developing and testing such a framework in the UK. 

The energy efficiency of new offices in the UK is subject to Building Regulations Part Land 
represented in market transactions by Energy Performance Certificates (EPCs). Developers, 
owners and occupiers of new and refurbished buildings might reasonably expect that these 
mechanisms will produce a building that is energy efficient in operation. However, both focus on 
design and technology that improves predicted building performance, not on achieving d irectly 
measureable improvements in performance in-use. 

The consequence has been a design-for-compliance culture, and a disconnect between the 
regulatory framework and the influence it has on the energy use and associated carbon 
emissions it is supposed to be limiting-the so-called 'Performance Gap'. Voluntary 

THE FUTURE: Moving from design for 
compliance to Design for Performance

FOR THE LATEST INFORMATION GO TO: www.betterbuildingspartnership.co.uk/node/360
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Design for Performance/ UK NABERS 

Commitment Agreements
• Clients sign up to providing a building that performs in accordance with 

its design intent. This follows the proven success of NABERS in 
Australia, for energy use by landlord’s services in rented offices.

• Design and building team members are made aware that they share 
this commitment, and that the design will be independently reviewed.

• The exercise started in 2012, with a series of Design for Performance 
pilot projects on UK office developments completed in mid-2018.

• 12 major UK property companies are pioneering the scheme which 
was officially launched last week, to eliminate performance gaps for 
landlord’s services in new rented multi-tenanted office buildings.

• 25 consultancy firms have signed up as delivery partners + investing in 
capacity to provide the services required, e.g. realistic modelling.

• The approach can be extended to more aspects of performance (e.g. 
occupant satisfaction) and to many more types of building.

More information at: www.betterbuildingspartnership.co.uk/our-priorities/measuring-reporting/design-performance .
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www.usablebuildings.co.uk/UsableBuildings/SoftLandingsListAll.html

Thank you     Questions?


